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From the hamlet where we had thus rested, the road split into
two branches. The main one led to Mascat, at a distance of
about fifteen miles; but it passes over rough and stony ground,
on which I felt hardly inclined to venture unshod, especially
that my feet were none the better for the way already travelled.
The other path, on the left, conducts to Matrah, a seaport to the
west of Mascat; in its course it traverses a level and sandy space.
This now we determined to try; so, declining the reiterated
invitations of the villagers to stop for the night in their dwellings,
we pushed on, though extremely tired, till we came to a small
group of houses just within the line of fortifications, which
extend for about fifteen miles or rather more from east to west,
and defend the immediate vicinity of Mascat on the land side.
From height to height, from crag to crag, walls and round
towers, strongly constructed, and capable of bearing heavy guns
in their embrasures, run across the lines of approach to the
great seaport: they are the work of the Portuguese, who while
masters of this part of the coast fortified it somewhat as we
ourselves have lately done for 'Aden ; though the Mascat lines,
if more picturesque, are also less in accordance with the prin-
ciples of modern military defence. The towers and battlements,
at times appearing white on the heights, at times half hidden
among black ravines and fantastic cliffs, have a fantastic look,
which all my fatigue could not hinder me from admiring. On
the land side, whence the Portuguese were wholly excluded,
the country is of a gentler character; the soil is covered with
vegetation, but towards the sea-coast the rocks are equally
barren in their surface and wild in their outline.

A narrow pass admitted us within the loop of fortifications; the
entrance would bo difficult were the deserted towers on either
side suitably garrisoned. The sun set on the tops of the crags be-
fore we reached the houses, a long suburb of Matrah, or indeed
Matrah itself; for so thickly are these valley sand gorges inhabited,
that it would be hard to define the exact limits of each locality.
Lines of cottages stretch from one to another, and connect them
together, very unlike the compact and circumscribed hamlets of
Shomer and Nejetl. Once here we halted, and seeing before us
a domicile of good appearance, stone built, two storeys high, and
with a large entrance, we took leave to introduce ourselves